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Welcome to the winter 2023–
24 edition of the Journal 
of Liberal History. Our reg-

ular readers will notice an overhaul 
of the internal design, using new 
fonts (Whiteblack and Myriad Pro, 
for those interested in typography) 
and a more professional cover design 
(enormous thanks to Richard Morris 

for this). Our aim is to make the Jour-
nal more readable for both print and 
digital subscribers. We will continue 
to experiment with the layout for the 
next few issues until we get it right. 
Any feedback is very welcome; email 
me on journal@liberalhistory.org.uk. 

Duncan Brack (Editor)

He won a scholarship to Corpus 
Christi College, Cambridge, and 
began by reading economics but 
switched to geography, which was 
particularly apposite for his later 
analyses of voting trends. It was then 
that he got involved in national poli-
tics, having found himself on a dele-
gation to a seminar run by the World 
Federation of Liberal and Radical 
Youth. In the time-honoured way of 
Liberal Party politics this quickly led 
to him becoming the National Chair 
of the Union of Liberal Students, 
with an ex-officio seat on the party’s 
National Executive and the Liberal 
Party Council. He rapidly became 
involved in the radical causes that 
remained with him – and the Lib-
eral Party – thereafter: constitu-
tional reform, European federalism, 
regional devolution, electoral reform, 
homosexual equality and anti-apart-
heid. It was while trying to deliver aid 
to the victims of the 1960 Sharpeville 
massacre that he was refused entry 
into South Africa by the apartheid 
regime. 

Steed was an officer of the National 
League of Young Liberals during 
much of the rise of the radical Young 
Liberal Movement – nicknamed the 
Red Guard by sections of the press 
– but he avoided the radical action 
that enveloped the party in pub-
lic controversy. His contribution to 
a Liberal Democrat History Group 
meeting on this period gave no hint 
of any personal involvement with 
the Young Liberals’ involvement in 

Michael Steed – An Appreciation

Michael Steed was the epit-
ome of intellectual rigour; 
this, coupled with a remark-

able memory for detail, made him 
a formidable politician. Fortunately 
for Liberalism, he realised: ‘in my late 
teens that Liberalism, not socialism, 
must be at the core of a worthwhile 
and effective radical party’, and he 
never wavered from that view.1

Michael had three particular strands 
to his politics. First was his active 
commitment to the promotion of 
his Liberal values, particularly inter-
national Liberalism. Second, and 
more academic, was the develop-
ment of psephology – the study of 
electoral processes – in which he 
was acknowledged to be one of 
the leading specialists. Third was a 
deep interest in Liberal history. Two 
of his specific campaigns were for 
gay rights and for European inte-
gration, but it was his awareness of 
the instinctive Liberal understand-
ing of the human personality and 
its need for freedom, coupled with 

a deep distaste for Tory imperialism, 
the aggressiveness of the Tory right, 
and an awareness that on the issue 
of European integration, ‘Labour was 
easily the most reactionary and pro-
tectionist party’, that confirmed his 
commitment to Liberalism.2

Born on 25 January 1940 into a nom-
inally Conservative family, he discov-
ered his political affinity for himself 
rather than inheriting it and, some-
what precociously, and bravely, he 
derived his initial appreciation of 
Liberalism by reading John Morley’s 
two-volume biography of Glad-
stone. Even more precociously he 
re-founded the local Liberal associa-
tion whilst still at school. Happily this 
coincided with Jo Grimond becom-
ing the Liberal Party leader, and 
Steed found Grimond’s brand of left 
radicalism congenial. He admitted to 
going through a brief socialist phase 
as part of growing up but became 
convinced that Liberalism had to be 
at the heart of progressive and radi-
cal politics.3 
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direct action, often in conjunction 
with other left groups, over the Viet-
nam war, South African apartheid 
and Rhodesia’s white government’s 
Unilateral Declaration of Independ-
ence, plus arguing for UK withdrawal 
from NATO and other targets of a 
newly radicalised youth culture.4 
On the other side, those broadly 
defined as the party establishment 
were outraged at what they saw 
as vote-losing actions at odds with 
party policy and the parliamentary 
process. 

The highly public divisions within 
the party came to a head at the 1965 
Liberal Assembly in Scarborough 
and dragged on thereafter until, in 
December 1970, following the disas-
trous results at that year’s general 
election, the party leader, Jeremy 
Thorpe, set up a committee under 
the chairmanship of Stephen Terrell 
QC, the party’s candidate in East-
bourne, to examine the existing 
relations between the Young Lib-
eral Movement and other sections 
of the Liberal Party, to take evidence 
and to make recommendations. 
Its report’s main recommendation 
was that membership of the party 
should come only through a con-
stituency party.5 One of Steed’s 
criticisms of the report was that it 
was addressed to the party leader, 
Jeremy Thorpe, rather than to the 
party. He made a similar point in a 
speech at the time, saying that the 
party must shift its attention away 
from personalities to a wide-rang-
ing debate about ideology, princi-
ples and policies.6 

Even though Michael Steed was the 
Chair of the Union of Liberal Stu-
dents during much of this time he 
was conspicuously absent from what 
were seen as its excesses, and did 
not contribute to either of the two 

seminal Young Liberal publications 
of the period.7 In essence he was in 
the movement but not of it. With his 
more academic and analytical mind, 
and being somewhat older than the 
key leaders of the movement, the 
party’s slightly scurrilous magazine, 
Radical Bulletin, dubbed him ‘the 
venerable Steed’.8 He commented 
on the period at a Liberal Democrat 
History Group seminar in 2010.9 How-
ever, when the Young Liberals were 
determined to test their policies and 
tactics out with the electorate, and 
were the prime movers of the party 
contesting the Brierley Hill by-elec-
tion on 24 April 1967, Steed was the 
obvious choice as candidate. It was a 
quixotic campaign in a constituency 
that had not been fought by Liberals 
since 1950 and which, in fact, was not 
contested in the following 1970 elec-
tion. He polled just 7.8 per cent and 
forfeited his deposit. 

During this period he had been 
a student of David Butler at Nuff-
ield College, Oxford, but his rapidly 
increasing commitment to psepho-
logical research and analysis led him 
to abandon his PhD. In 1966 he went 
from Nuffield to Manchester Univer-
sity as a Lecturer in Government, a 
post he held until 1987, taking early 
retirement through ill health. Along-
side his commitment to the Liberal 
Party he developed a reputation as 
an expert and independent com-
mentator on election results. He 
contributed the statistical analysis to 
the definitive Nuffield study on each 
general election from 1970 to 2005, 
latterly with John Curtice. He also 
provided the annual analysis of local 
elections in The Economist from 1968 
to 1991. Steed developed an encyclo-
paedic knowledge of even the small-
est local council election, and Vernon 
Bogdanor recounted that as a 

Michael Steed speaking at the Gateshead Liberal Democrat con-
ference, March 2012 (Photo: Keith Edkins, CC BY-SA 3.0)
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graduate student at Nuffield, study-
ing local elections, he (Steed) would 
scan local newspapaers at breakfast. 
‘One morning he exclaimed loudly, 
“Good heavens!” We asked what 
disaster had occurred. He replied 
that an independent had won a local 
by-election at Newbury and that this 
had not happened since 1905!’10

In the course of analysing results 
he developed a more sophisticated 
method for calculating the swing 
between competing parties than 
that hitherto used by David Butler. 
The Steed Swing, he argued, coped 
better with three-party politics than 

the Butler Swing. He also had a deep 
awareness of electoral geography 
and, with John Curtice, was able to 
show that regional identities, cou-
pled with historical influences, differ-
entially affected national outcomes.

Steed continued to contest elections 
and he was the Liberal candidate in 
the more promising Truro constitu-
ency at the 1970 general election, but 
finished third. In 1973 he contested 
the Manchester Exchange by-elec-
tion, a previously solid Labour seat 
with little Liberal activity. Steed polled 
36.3 per cent and came a creditable 
second, the Liberals constructing a 

community politics campaign from 
scratch, particularly concentrating 
on soliciting and dealing with elec-
tors’ individual problems – a tactic 
that the successful Labour candidate 
memorably labelled ‘instant compas-
sion’. He then unsuccessfully fought 
Manchester Central in the February 
1974 general election and Burnley in 
1983. He also fought Greater Man-
chester North at the 1979 European 
Parliament election. 

Steed’s difficulty as a parliamen-
tary candidate was not uncommon 
among academics fighting elections 
in that his warm personality was at 
times clouded behind his intellectu-
alism. A very different side to Steed’s 
personality was in his bravura sing-
ing performances at the party’s 
Glee Club on the last evening of the 
annual party conference. He also 
contributed a number of skilful par-
odies and alternative words to old 
tunes, many of which are enshrined 
in the Liberator Songbook.11

Steed was a prolific pamphleteer 
and the contributor of chapters to 
numerous books, but never pro-
duced a major book under his own 
name. It may well have been that, 
similar to his abandonment of his 
PhD thesis, confining himself over a 
long period to a single subject bored 
him and he preferred to absorb and 
to utilise a wide range of knowl-
edge.12 Equally eclectic was his sup-
port for a wide range of activism, 
from international campaigns to 
regional and local projects. His inter-
nationalism, his wide knowledge of 
European politics and his particular 
passion for French politics, led him 
to write a booklet, ‘Who’s a Liberal in 
Europe?’13 This was followed by the 
chapter, ‘The Liberal parties in Italy, 
France, Germany and the United 
Kingdom’ in a 1982 book,14 and also, 
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in 1988 a chapter, jointly with Patrick 
Humphrey, ‘Identifying Liberal par-
ties in 1988’.15

Steed also took a leading role in the 
updating of the preamble to the Lib-
eral Party constitution in 1969. In 1976 
he devised the system for electing 
the leader of the Liberal Party by the 
party membership rather than only 
by MPs. In 1978 Steed was elected 
as President of the party, defeat-
ing Christopher Mayhew, a former 
Labour MP and a recent convert to 
the Liberal Party. In 1983 he contrib-
uted the chapter on ‘The Electoral 
Strategy of the Liberal Party’ to a 
book on many aspects of the party.16

In 1970 he married Margareta Holm-
stedt, a Swedish Liberal who was a 
lecturer at Bradford University. They 
set up home in Todmorden, the Pen-
nine textile town on the border with 
Lancashire, and thus roughly half-
way between their two universities. 
Whilst living there he was elected to 
Todmorden Town Council, serving 
from 1987 to 1991. They eventually 
drifted apart, separating in 1990 and 
divorcing in 2004. Margareta contin-
ued on the council and become its 
mayor 2010–11.

In 1982 I benefited personally from 
Steed’s electoral knowledge and his 
forensic skills. The Boundary Commis-
sion’s recommendations for Leeds 
had produced an unwinnable home 
constituency which partnered two 
strong Liberal wards with two very 
different wards which, though contig-
uous on the map, had only become 
part of Leeds at the local govern-
ment reorganisation of 1974. The 
problem for the reviewers was that 
Leeds had eight constituencies but 
thirty-three wards. Understandably 
the Boundary Commission sought 
to combine five of the smaller wards 

into one constituency as opposed to 
communities of interest. The Leeds 
Liberals made a submission oppos-
ing the proposals and Steed came to 
Leeds to present the case before the 
Inspector. He was formidable, with 
a vast knowledge of the law and of 
precedents. In particular he pointed 
out that it was not obligatory to con-
strict all a constituency’s wards within 
one local authority and that the Tyne 
Bridge constituency in the north-
east bridged two local authorities. He 
therefore proposed that the outlying 
ward of Rothwell on the southern 
edge of Leeds could be included in 
a Wakefield constituency. The Com-
mission was persuaded by him and 
the revised proposals produced the 
Leeds West constituency which the 
Liberal Party duly won in 1983. 

The Alliance with the SDP from 1981, 
and the merger with that party in 
1988, put Steed at odds with many of 
his social-liberal colleagues. Whereas 
most of those colleagues opposed 
the links with the SDP, he took a dif-
ferent view and though he had res-
ervations, he wrote: 

I was one of those who did not find 
the actual transition from Liberal 
Party to Liberal Democrats easy; 
the merger process was made 
avoidably painful. But as a Grimon-
dite Liberal, I never had any doubt 
as to the principle of merger with 
the SDP. I am a Liberal Democrat 

today in the hope of some further 
realignment.17

In 1996 he contributed a chapter on 
‘The Liberal Tradition’ to a book of 
essays. In the course of just twenty 
pages he sets out a brilliant and 
succinct essay on the essence of 
Liberalism.18

In 1987 Steed began to suffer a dev-
astating neurological condition, the 
physical effects of which severely 
curtailed his activities. The condition 
proved difficult to diagnose accu-
rately. The illness ebbed and flowed 
and at times it seemed as if it would 
be imminently terminal. His men-
tal faculties were unaffected and he 
remained as effective as ever and, in 
fact, he continued with many writing 
and speaking engagements, even 
though he was for many years con-
fined to a wheelchair. He was com-
menting on Liberal history matters up 
to a matter of days before his death. 
Following his forced retirement from 
his Manchester lectureship, and find-
ing it increasingly difficult to cope 
with the steep hills of the Todmorden 
area, he returned to his native Kent 
and became active with the Can-
terbury Liberal Democrats. He was 
elected to the Canterbury City Council 
for a single term in 2008. 

In 1999 he met Barry Clements, a 
master carpenter, at a men’s social 
meeting in Whitstable, and they 
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of Liberal History 68, Autumn 2010.

5 Report of the Liberal Commission 
to the Right Honourable Jeremy 
Thorpe MP (Chair Stephen Terrell 
QC), 1st July 1971.

6 The Guardian, 15 September 1969.

7 Tony Greaves (ed.), Blackpool 
Essays – towards a radical view of 
society, Gunfire Publications for 
the National League of Young 
Liberals, 1967, and Scarborough 
Perspectives, ed Bernard Greaves, 
National League of Young Liber-
als, 1971.

8 Radical Bulletin is still published 
as an insert within the long-run-
ning (fifty-year-plus) magazine 
Liberator.

9 Journal of Liberal History 68, 
Autumn 2010.

10 Obituary, The Times, 16 Septem-
ber 2023.

11 Liberator Songbook, editions 1 to 
25, Liberator Magazine, https://lib-
eratormagazine.org.uk/.
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At the end of last year, the print subscription rate for the Journal of Liberal History increased – the first 
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• Print subscription: a print copy of each Journal posted to you: £30 / £20 unwaged
• Digital subscription: access to each Journal (and the previous nine) online via our website: £25 / 

£15 unwaged (older issues are freely available to everyone online)
• Digital plus print subscription: a print copy and online access: £50 / £30 unwaged

Most of our subscribers have renewed their subscription and those that subscribe by standing 
order have updated it. However, several still have to renew. If you fall into this category, you’ll find a 
reminder letter enclosed with this issue. If you don’t renew now, we will send you no further issues.

Others did not update their standing order in time, so paid us at the old rate. If you fall into this 
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12 For a list of Steed s publications, 
see his Wikipedia entry (accessed 
3 January 2024); a list of his con-
tributions to the Journal of Lib-
eral History can be accessed via 
the Journal’s website: https://
liberalhistory.org.uk/people/
michael-steed/.

13 North West Community Newspa-
pers, Manchester, 1975.

14 R. Morgan and S. Silvestri (eds), 
Moderates and Conservatives in 
Western Europe (Heinemann Edu-
cation, 1982).

15 Emil J Kirchener (ed.), Liberal Par-
ties in Western Europe (Cambridge 
University Press, 1988).

16 Vernon Bogdanor (ed.), Liberal 
Party Politics (Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1983).

17 Duncan Brack (ed.), Why I am a 
Liberal Democrat (Liberal Demo-
crat Publications, 1996).

18 D. N. MacIver (ed.), The Liberal 
Democrats (Prentice Hall/Wheat-
sheaf, 1996).

became long-term partners and 
were formally joined in a civil part-
nership in 2023. With Barry’s solid 
and constant help they were able to 
spend time most years in the south 
of France. Barry survives him, as do 
his four sisters and his brother, to all 
of whom he was very close. He died 
on 3 September 2023.

Michael Meadowcroft
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4 Red Guard versus Old Guard? 
‘The influence of the Young Lib-
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Party in the 1960s and 1970s’, 
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